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This is a horror book that contains within it serious subject matter. As such, there will be some content for readers to keep in mind.

Kidnapping (Core story moment)

Police violence (Brief moments)

Murder (Semi-graphic)

Imprisonment (Whole book, though restrictiveness changes)

Being restrained (A couple semi-intense scenes)

Rape (Brief, non-graphic)

Non-con (light)

Gore (brief)

Being consumed alive (multiple moments)

Colonialism (Major theme)

Fascism (Major theme)

Parent loss (Major theme)

Body horror (Major element)

Misgendering (light)

Unreality/mind intrusion (brief)

Haunting (brief moments)

Physical abuse (light)

Psychological abuse (Persistent, mostly background)
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Glossary
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The monarchy of The United Worlds holds within it many cultures and languages, and not all of their languages have pronouns that indicate a gender in the way many humans of Earth might. Those that do have already been translated for your convenience. For the rest, this will be a helpful guide.

Capitol standard:

Core pronouns - Each refers to the caste of the person being referred to. There are five castes, high   noble, low noble, high commoner, low commoner and moons cursed.

High Noble: rro/rror/rrirr

Low Noble: ro/ror/rir

High Commoner: ék/ékk/ér

Low Commoner: éé/éék/éér 

Moons Cursed: úú/úúṣ/úúṣá

While a neutral tone is standard for all pronouns, a rising or falling tone may be used to show favor or disfavor. If a plural form is being used, such as a second person plural like “we”, the pronoun defaults to the highest caste person in the group, though for translation sake only third person pronouns remain untranslated.

Prefixes - In addition to a pronoun, a prefix may be added if the person speaking is referring to someone of higher or lower rank than them.

If subject is higher caste than speaker: I-

If subject is lower caste than speaker: Ik-

If subject is same caste as speaker: No prefix

Some also exist regardless of the speaker's caste:

When referring to the monarch: Ki-

When referring to the head of a noble house: Ei-

Suffixes - Capitol Standard has one suffix, typically used to refer to esteemed commoners by anyone of any caste, where another title is not already present.

Honored Person (regardless of gender): -ṣî

While Capitol Standard is most frequently spoken among the nobility of The United Worlds, each noble house has it’s own language. For the purposes of this translation, it is only notable that the Olan language of House Rhea uses vey/vem/ver third person pronouns for one of its genders.

Of the several thousand other languages spread throughout The United Worlds, the only one that requires mention for this translation is that of Kvym, where the predominant language outside of Olan is Xeren, which doesn’t use pronouns to indicate personal gender, but uses xey/xym/xyr for its third person animate pronouns.​
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Chapter One
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Tsyvna

The scent of fish and herbs wafted from the pair of stock pots on the stove, strong enough for even my damaged nose to smell. I climbed a step stool, steam hitting me in the face as I stirred the vash, muttering enchantments to make it fill the stomach longer while still providing the right balance of calories and nutrients.

It was a difficult balance, but critical for the people who came for community night, when we served a meal better than the government issued vomit—not actually vomit but I knew from experience it really did taste like vomit—to anyone who came in. Which often meant the government controlled areas across the river.

I was almost done stirring when the restaurant’s door chime rang. I headed into the dining area, pushing past the creaky wooden divider gate to see my bond sibling Ivikva with a cylindrical cooler strapped to xyr back.

“You.” Xey swung it off and thrust it into my chest. “Are making that run next time.”

I grinned, catching it with practiced ease. “I’ve done it four seasons in a row, it’s your turn now.”

“Asshole,” xey chided, smacking my shoulder with a smile. “Wait,” xey said as I turned, “heard anything yet?”

“Not yet. Community night is still on. Always a chance Dad will send the all-clear soon.” I nodded at our apartment door, in the far corner next to a lightly stained portrait of a once-popular local music group. Mom had a favorite, but a portrait idolizing only one part of a group effort would be crass. “And I’ve got to get this znet prepped. Go get ready.”

Ivikva ran upstairs, grumbling something about mom while xey went. I returned to the kitchen and took the jellyfish out of the cooler, extracting the meat and slicing it into bite sized pieces.

Hopefully Dad sends the all-clear soon. Wouldn’t be the first time xey were late. Or missed a few days.

I threw myself into chopping and frying—with rice flour bread crumbs, to make them gluten free—to keep my mind from spiraling about what happened if we didn’t hear from dad by midnight. If the Screaming Fists had failed and we had to run.

The znet had just finished frying when the door chimed again. This time, Zevi and Cett, my two closest friends, stepped in the door. Both were around my height, but where Zevi was fat with short hair, Cett was thin and more muscular with a long tail of hair running over xyr own standard issue chefs cut, shorn short at the back and sides.

We greeted each other and chewed the shit around a table.

“You okay?” Zevi asked.

I looked at my hand, self-conscious that I’d been picking at a dent the table. “Yeah, why do you ask?”

“You’ve been poking at that spot for awhile now, you look nervous as the void, and I can’t imagine you’re worried about community night. It’s not like Guildmaster Ktas is going to show up to judge your cooking.”

I laughed. Guildmaster Ktas was a family friend who also had my personal respect, both for xyr skill and for being one of the few other ʂtIkeva living outside the temple system. But getting special privileges for having connections was for House-born assholes and my cooking got no more leniency than anyone else. After all these years I still got nervous thinking about xym eating my food.

“I think the Guildmaster has seen me make vash enough. Nah, it’s something else.”

Cett smacked Zevi on the arm. “You know guild heir here has got some weird shit going on. All goody two shoes but remember that time xey tried to sneak into the guild hall smelling like a sewer?”

I flushed, wishing it wasn’t so visible on my lighter skin. “That was six years ago! You are never going to let me live that down, are you?”

Cett grinned mischievously. “Or you mysteriously vanishing into Strir more than once. Or that time I ran into you on my way into the guild from Gren when you had no believable reason to be there—you definitely weren’t about to surprise visit me at my dads—or—“

“Okay I get it, but who said my nerves had to do with znet runs and running food across the river?”

Xey both eyed me pointedly but said nothing.

I scowled. “It’s nothing to do with you, I promise. It’s... The anniversary of Dad leaving is hitting me hard this year.”

Dad had left shortly after a series of attacks had rocked the city and one of xyr friends was wrongfully executed for it. Dad’s friend had lost a son in the attack and Dad got scared. These check-ins—to confirm we hadn’t been compromised—were the only thing I’d heard from xym in eight years.

“Oh, it’s close to that, isn’t it?” Zevi said. “Want to talk about it or...?”

I shrugged. “What is there to say?” I hated lying to them, but that wasn’t even really a lie. The anniversary was next week and I always grew sullen around that time. Directing my friends’ attention to it kept them safe—if they found out about our involvement, they could be implicated for not reporting.

Just then Mom’s bond sibling—though unlike Ivikva and I they were related by blood—came in to the restaurant  and Ivikva entered the dining area. We set to work dishing out vash and deep-fried znet with a variety of dipping sauces, with Zevi and Cett helping as humans and blue-feathered A̋vānā filled the restaurant. 

“Can I get some extra to go?” A human man asked. “My kid’s allergic to sru, gets terrible hives when xey eat it. It’s not the easiest thing, finding alternatives in the middle of Strir.”

“Coming right up.”

Sru—the Xeren word for vomit—was the name most people called the government regulation food. The government always said if you don’t like it you should just forage for food or work harder, like it was that simple.

“Hey Ornsa, me too.” An A̋vānā called. “My wife broke xyr leg in a fall tending the plants and I’ve only got one side husband. It’s a lot, caring for xym while trying to pull in enough.”

“I can imagine.”

Tending the plants built into the city’s design could be a dangerous job, usually through some House affiliated company, or for some noble who wanted their plants to look perfectly tended no matter the risks or costs, held little benefits or sympathy. People who were injured were just told to go get the free medical care on what little time they had off, nevermind that that care could take months to access and was often inadequate.

I walked to the back and scooped extra into sealable bowls for them to take home, along with portions for a few other regulars and some sterilized rocks to help our A̋vānā patrons with digestion.

Cett walked up as I handed out bowls. “Hey Tsyvna, can I get some bowls this time? I’m making a run back to Gren tonight, the Dads are running low.”

I smiled. “Of course.”

Cett had joined the Rutskyzjin chef’s guild back when we were teenagers. While my parents ran a restaurant attached to the guild, xey started in the apprentice program to try and work xyr entire family out of Gren and off of sru. Xey still took food back out, even though xey’d gotten an apartment out here in Zhe.

I gave Cett xyr vash and xey left. Moments later I heard the purr of xyr ‘cycle, a frame cobbled around a refurbished Ivet 960 engine. The bike didn’t look like much, but rode like a dream.

“Hey, Tsyvna,” Ivikva asked, “can I talk to you for a minute?”

I followed xym into the kitchen.

“You talk to Mom lately?” Xey asked.

“No. Guess we probably should.” Somehow I had gotten so lost in the flow of community night I had managed to forget all about this.

“No shit? How often are our lives going to be on a knife’s edge like this?” Xey shook xyr head. “Never asked for this.”

“Neither did I.” Xey gave me a pointed look. “Hey, being a courier isn’t the same as running the whole thing. Anyway mom hasn’t even left xyr office.” I took a step toward xyr office. Really at least one of us should have been in the dining area at all times, but I could see the light coming from under the door. I knocked.

“Hey Mom, we’ve still got a crowd out—“

The door opened to reveal Mom sitting in front of the computer, a message in bold, black letters filled the screen, marked from an hour ago. “Betrayed. Run.”

My limbs started to shake while disbelief and horror coiled in my chest.

“Mom, tell me that’s not what I think it is?” Somehow I kept my voice steady.

“I think... I think so.”

My emotions churned from horror and disbelief to fury.

“Well you sound real uncertain and we’ve got people out front. Voiddredgeit Mom we’ve got to go.”

“You never tell us anything,” Ivikva spat, running off. Either to grab the go bags or get people out of here.

I froze. We had to get people out quickly without telling anyone the truth. I couldn’t live with myself if we just left out the back door without getting people out of here and away. What if enforcers showed up and we weren’t even here? Enforcers were always bad news even when you weren’t guilty of a crime. But I didn’t want to panic them, either.

I took a moment to breathe and collect myself before darting into the front area.

“Alright everyone! I know it’s a little early, but we’re closing down for the evening.”

Grumbling filled the room. “Already?” came from several directions.

Zevi walked up to me. “Is something wrong?” Xey whispered.

I forced a shrug. “Mom just decided to call it a night. If there’s more to it xey didn’t tell me.”

Xey looked skeptical. Then raised xyr own voice to the crowd. “Alright I know it sucks, but if the proprietor says we go, we go. Eat n’ Go down the street has the same thing tomorrow night” 

There was more grumbling but people started to rise and move toward the door. Then glass shattered and doors burst open as grenades loosed gas into the room. People ran, stumbling over each other, screaming.

“Tsyvna!” Ivikva shouted, tossing me my bag.

“What’s going on?” Zevi asked.

Ivikva and I locked eyes for an instant before I answered. “Something bad. Get out of here and you’ll all be fine. Just... trust me, it’s better if you don’t know.”

“Tsyvna what in Ikeva’s rot...” Zevi’s eyes darted around the room as people collapsed around us. Xey rubbed xyr head as if trying to clear the effects of the gas.

I grabbed xyr hand, exhaustion pulling at my eyelids. Zevi had no clue I was a Screaming Fist, but I wasn’t going to leave my oldest friend to collapse on the floor.

“Come on!”

“Tsyvenkva!” Ivikva cried.

We ran, bolting for the back door. Someone barreled into me and we crashed into the ground. Latex-gloved hands shoved their way into my mouth and jammed something into my nose. I screamed and struggled, fighting with everything I had. “Get off me! Ivenkva! Ivenkva run...”

An arm pinned my head into the tile-work and my blurred vision filled with Ivikva’s hair as an enforcer lay in xym. Zevi’s screams told me xey hadn’t gotten away.

“Zevi doesn’t know anything!” I screamed “Zevi doesn’t... Zevinkvy...”

Gunshots rang through the restaurant, one after another. My last, hazy thought was Ikeva’s rot why are they shooting now?
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Chapter Two
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Tsyvna

I woke to a pounding headache and lights so bright it felt like my eyes were being stabbed by tiny needles. I waited until the pounding and subsequent needles subsided, then opened my eyes, gritting my teeth against the still-too-bright lights. I was in some kind of organic cell, its walls and ceiling a sickly yellow with a mildly rancid scent—mild to me, anyway, probably putrid to others—that reminded me of a carnivorous pitcher pit, a plant that trapped and devoured unwary traveler. The smell came from a waste hole in the corner. A thin skin-like membrane interlaced with bone blocked my escape, like I was trapped in the guts of some enormous animal.

What in Ikeva’s rot...

When I rubbed my eyes, the darkness behind my eyelids shocked memories through me. Ivikva and Zevi on the ground, enforcers on them. Mom nowhere and hands groping inside my mouth. I bolted to the membranous door, panic surging through me.

“Ivikva! Ivikva!”

Nothing.

“Mom? Mom!”

Silence echoed back into my ears. I called the name I least wanted to respond. At least Mom and Ivikva knew what was going on.

“Zevi?”

Silence echoed back. I looked around frantically at the identical row of cells but they were empty. The hallway was empty too, with not even a guard or another prisoner to answer my cry.

“Zevinkvy? Mom? Ivenkvatsya?”

My voice cracked as Ivikva’s name came out, quiet, no longer expecting an answer. My chest heaved and pressure built behind my eyes before the sobs began. Snot backed up against my half-metal nose and oozed down my throat while my inflamed sinuses ground against the metal, physical pain compounding the emotional agony. I sat against the wall and hugged my knees to my chest, my cheek rubbing the spot where Ivikva had repaired a hole in my jeans while I clutched my shell necklace with its engraved protection enchantment. Dad had given it to me before xey left.

Dad. Asshole left when I was fourteen, but there’d always been some hope xey’d come back. Now that was gone.

A human guard stopped in front of my cell. I shot up, wary. Xey squelched through the cell door and bent down to put the tray on the ground, head facing the floor.

Gnat-head. 

I rushed xym. If I was going to die I’d rather die now than in front of a firing squad. 

A fist slammed me into the far wall of my cell, gasping for air while xyr fingers dug into my trachea, face eerily calm.

“Do that again and I have permission to gut you groin to throat, traitor.”

I nodded, choking. Xey dropped me and walked away as if nothing had happened while I held my throat, gasping for breath. Xey moved with the grace and control of a trained fighter. And xyr speed. Xyr strength. They weren’t natural. They were created by mods, the kind that were illegal and dangerous. They also couldn’t be hidden from the intensive background check anyone who worked with prisoners got. Xey could be only one thing.

“Dark moon’s shadow,” I whispered in Capitol Standard, the universal language xey’d just spoken.

The language of the Capitol and nobility.

Xey ignored me, squelching back through the cell door.

So it wasn’t just anyone who arrested my family. I wasn’t dangerous enough to send the Rrǒnévrá’s top secret assassins after, but Mom was. 

And Ivenkvatsya and I got caught in the crossfire, I thought bitterly. Crossfire. Are they dead? Knocking us out only to shoot us doesn’t make sense though. Or were the gunshots from mom? Hiding a gun from us was no surprise. It was very illegal. An enforcer even thinking you had a gun on you was a good way to get shot, and the best way to keep a secret was to keep it private. High spirits I was such a gnat head to grab Zevi’s hand. Xey’re probably implicated now and will go to prison or worse and it’s all my rotting fault.

After collecting myself I got up and grabbed the food, but as the adrenaline drained I could only stir absently at the horribly pungent bitter and sour gray slurry. Just looking at the stuff reminding me of the last time I’d had it. Having it forced down my throat while a guard restrained me. I’d eaten it just fine my first night in that cell—food was food, I knew that much—but the asshole who threw me into that cell was a vindictive pile of shit.

A pair of pills sat next to it. Poison? No, if they wanted me dead they wouldn’t have bothered with the cell. I looked closer and realized they were the spitting image of my estrogen and zet meds that let me actually do things I wanted or needed to, instead of being stuck in executive functioning limbo.

It seemed absurd, giving meds to someone about to die when I could survive the week long trip without them. I downed them anyway, chasing the pills with the vile slurry and the painful memories that joined it before kicking the tray away, half empty bowl clattering and splashing along the floor as I leaned back against the wall.

That instant a thin membrane consumed me, dragging me into the wall. I was encased in a thick, slimy liquid, eyes darting as a scream stuck in my throat, blocked off by the liquid oozing down my trachea and into my lungs. I was drowning. This was it. This was how I was going to die.

The membrane crawled along the wall until I hovered right over the putrid stench of the toilet where I dangled like bait for a larger creature. Or lunch.

My body seemed to breathe entirely on its own now. Trying to take in a breath hurt, but the automatic reflexes of my brain still tried to breathe, which put me in a perpetual loop of panic and pain. If I’d had a way to move, I’d have been tempted to fall into the toilet. The longer that lasted, the more appealing even that looked.

I hung in that state, fluid undulating constantly against my limbs, contracting and relaxing to keep blood clots from forming. Then pressure in my bladder gave me a new problem. I was going to end up floating here in my own waste, as if I needed another indignity.

It was worse than that. When I gave in and released my bowls, the cold liquid oozed around my legs and groin and I could just barely see it floating away out the legs of my pants out of sight. Probably into the toilet.

This is... Roate tech? Right? Animal-like shit? With A̋vānā plant shit? What the voiddredged rot.

Hours later, when the shivers, severe stomach pain and nausea started, I thought it was just more of the same. When a guard—speed, I called xym, the one who had pinned me to the wall—came by, I glared.

“Hey!” I shot. “What did you do to me?”

Xey turned to me.

“Feeling like shit? We put about ten vaccines in your food. You’ll be fine by the time we get there. We wouldn’t want you getting sick on the Rrǒnévrá’s time. Cytoplasm should take care of any unpleasantness, but you’ve probably already figured that out.”

Xey walked off, not even addressing the far more obvious question of what kind of unique torture my cell had become. Part of me wanted to beg for it to stop, but I wasn’t going to give in that easily. Instead I just floated there, scared and miserable. Vaccines in food was normal—the stuff in them was engineered to go where it needed to—but ten at once was absurd.

Time passed. Lights turned off. They turned back on. I barely slept, and my stubbornness started to drain in the face of the constant, uncaring invasions of the cell. I refused to give in. I knew the guards wouldn’t release me into the rest of my cell no matter how much I begged.

No one questioned me. No one answered my questions. All I ever heard was my guards, who ignored me. I knew they could hear me, and if we could hear each other, that meant that if Mom or Ivikva were conscious and in a nearby cell, they’d also be able to hear me. Which meant they were being sedated or were kept somewhere else. Or alternatives that were even worse.

I wasn’t sure why worse things would be happening to them and not me, though. My guards held the Terelerta insignia, so I was obviously on my way to the capitol. To be executed, probably.

All of this because of Dad, and because when the moment came, Mom was too stubborn to make the right call. And now I was stuck on a prison ship. Hurtling through a wormhole.

Going to die.

The final moments of that night played over in my head. People collapsing unconscious. Me, grabbing Zevi’s hand in a futile attempt to save xym and probably implicating xym in the process. I hoped dearly xey were okay. Xey were probably pissed, and had every right to be. I hoped xey’d understand eventually.

Not that I’d ever see xym again.
One day my bubble moved, sliding through the membrane of my cell to run along the ceiling through the bright hall and past the row of empty cells, I wondered again where my family was. Obviously not here. Foreboding crept into my chest and sat there like an unwelcome guest, reaching its tendrils deep into my gut.

The cell dumped me onto the floor, where I lay gasping and retching as the slime oozed out of my body and cold water gushed down from above, washing it away.

I got half of one, glorious breath of air before I was wrenched to my feet and hands bound behind my back. I caught a glimpse of an air lock warning sign before being dragged through into the lock, feet slipping on the slick floor, knocking my shoulder on wall.

I rubbed my thumb along my fingers. Surely this wasn’t it. I flinched as the guard opened it and felt instantly silly. When they wanted to space you, they didn’t do it with the guard right next to you. Not that I’d been on enough ships to see airlocks as anything but instruments of terrifying death.

The guard shoved me forward. I stumbled out to find two figures before me. One was a Roate, a seven foot tall amphibious being with two legs, four arms, a two foot long tail. Xey—or iék or whatever the plush pronoun was—had orange skin with yellow swirls sticking out from under xyr plain, royal blue guard uniform.

I’d never seen a Roate in person before. They were more intimidating up close than I thought they’d be. Not that the uniform helped that impression. 

Xyr—iér? Whatever, I wasn’t going to live long enough for the Capitol status pronouns to matter—partner wore a similar uniform and the vest of a high commoner, but xyr’s bore extra stitch patterning and with beads, probably a sign of favor. Xey were Rễvàr̂k, the first one I’d seen outside of a methane suit. Xyr head was about chin-high to me, but xyr body was as long as I was tall with six legs, three on each side, with two arms up front.

Both bore the insignia of the Rrǒnévrá's personal guard. I swallowed, eyes flashing up like the Rrǒnévrá was about to step into view. Instead the Rễvàr̂k said “Svetsyvnyat Ektsingrastva Ornsa? Come with us.” Xyr voice echoed with the whistles and clicks of all Rễvàr̂k speech. Rễvàr̂k could replicate a lot of sounds, but it still took a moment to process the sounds, and my name sounded outright alien.

And I sound like a pale imitation of a Rễvàr̂k.

I said nothing, standing there silently.

“The report said your ears work,” The Rễvàr̂k said. “Come.”

I could rush them. Get this over with now. But with my hands bound I’d get nowhere. Nevermind Speed behind me.

Speed shoved me forward again. I stumbled a few steps before digging in my heels.

“Shit Ornsa you’re a Rrôtětǒv, don’t make us get nasty.”

A what?

A boot crunched behind me and a hand rested lightly on the back of my neck. I tried not to tense at the implied threat. To keep my face cool and impassive.

“Go quietly or I snap your neck,” Speed whispered coldly.

I grinned, wild and careless now that I knew the Rrǒnévrá wanted me alive. “Do it. Then you can explain to the Rrǒnévrá why xyr dealing with my corpse.”

“Enough!” The Rễvàr̂k said. “Ornsa that’s kirro to you, address kirro Majesty with no less than that. Now guard, unbind ikéék and bring ikéék forward. There’s no need for threats and the two of us are more than a match for one traitor. Besides, it’s unbecoming for a Rrôtětǒv to be led through the halls bound.” Xey stared at me, buzzing in annoyance. “As much as I wish we could make an exception for you.”

Speed unbound my wrists and shoved me forward into the waiting grip of the Roate, who dragged me into an empty tram station, our footsteps echoing off the cavernous walls. Before us was a single car made of what looked like carapace with clear windows. Inside there were several seats fused into the carapace itself.

Grown, I told myself. More biotech. Roate design like my cell. I sat down with one guard in front of me and one sitting to the side. The car glided forward and the walls pressed in on me, making my breath and heart race.

“Anyone going to tell me what’s going on?” I said. “Am I being executed?”

They said nothing. It seemed like I wasn’t going to be executed. Not yet. But then, why was I here? And what was a Rrôtětǒv, anyway? Some special kind of test subject? 

The car jolted to a stop, making me almost jump out of my skin. The guards pressed me out into a station and led me into a hall with a high vaulted ceiling and rough dark brown walls. Bright blue bioluminescent fungi ran across the upper part of the wall, casting the place in an eerie glow. 

A series of white strands crawled in and out of the walls like mycelium on a log. Of course, it was mycelium, and the walls bark, jagged and craggy with age. A combination of Rễvàr̂k and A̋vānā design, and all organic curves without a hard corner in sight. I had never been here, but the place was infamous. The mycelium palace, hard to crack and harder to navigate unseen. The unbreakable biotech security system ensured every word was caught and analyzed.

It wasn’t actually called the mycelium palace, of course, but it was the name used in the circles I ran in. Unable to use official channels to communicate—with every communication being tracked and traced—the Screaming Fists had relied on street couriers like me to deliver messages and packages. Times, dates, vital intel. Stealing food and supplies before they reached the wealthier parts of the city, redistributing them across the river. Going unseen was a matter of survival, and now I would be watched constantly.

I prayed silently to Olese Ivastr, High Spirit of mysteries and secrets and watchful protector of ʂtIkeva like me. I always said one during courier runs but now I needed Xyr protection more than ever.

We passed servants in palace colors and dark brown and white clothing, and higher officials various races. A few heads turned to watch us but most minded their business. I wondered again why I was here.

I half expected to be led to another prison cell.

Instead I was led to a large, mostly empty room with a few couches and tables occupied by people. Doors lined each end and the floor was covered with the same blue and silver carpeting that seemed to cover every inch of the palace.

An A̋vānā in a dark blue and light purple dress covering most of their body down to their mechanical back-bent legs approached. An intricate series of beaded swirls and lines covered the dress, with white lines streaked down each side and also around the cuffs of their sleeves. 

Xyr tail and wings had masculine bright green ends on the feathers fading into gorgeous blue green, light blue and a more feminine dark blue, but xyr head feathers lacked either the green or the bioluminescence typical of males.

“Get ikéék ready, Rrǒnévrá wants to see ikéék in an hour,” Pel said.

The A̋vānā looked at them, then me.

“Come with me,” The command was all sharp whistles.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


Tsyvna

The Roate shoved me forward.

“This ones being obstinate, careful.”

The A̋vānā’s laugh was like a two-toned squawk. “Half my life involves dealing with obstinance.” Xey looked back at me. “Someone like you can’t afford to keep the Rrǒnévrá waiting.”

I laughed bitterly. “I’m still not convinced this Rrôtětǒv thing is better than being dead.”

“Kirro can be quite persuasive. If threatening you doesn’t work, well, threatening people you care about has never been off limits to the Rrǒnévrá.”

Xey turned and started walking again.

I swallowed. What do xey know of my family? They’re probably already dead. If not, they will be soon. And... maybe Zevi, too.

“Ninren-ṣî!” The A̋vānā called. “The new kid needs some encouragement.”

An older human woman eyed me from near the couch. Xey—Iék, probably, since I’m low common—had flecks of gray in iér long curly red hair, practically-cut brown and white servants’ robes falling to iér elbows and just below iér knees. A patterned scarf with beaded, geometric patterns of purple and gold was draped over iér shoulders. Not the colors of any House. Iék was several inches taller than me and fat, with thick arms and legs. “Saiga, Rhurn,” iék said. “Prepare Rrôtětǒv Ornsa for the Rrǒnévrá.”

A pair of brown-haired human teenagers sauntered in. Both wore blue and silver robes like some of the other servants. Each of those servants had prominent jewelry with a large stone, like the A̋vānā had. The teens glared at Ninren with pure displeasure. “Why should we listen to you,” The girl—Saiga, I guessed—said. “You low common up-dresser? And It’s Itilor Rhea to you.” The sentences were full of falling tones and lower status prefixes, clear signs of disdain.

“When Ninren-ṣî gives an order,” the A̋vānā snapped, voice high in warning. “Ikék does so with my authority. Now do your job. We’ll discuss your attitude later.”

Scowling, both teenagers bowed and said in unison. “Yes, Itilor Téa̋k.”

Téa̋k? The purple and blue color of xyr robe did match the colors of House Téa̋k. And if xyr Itilor to them... oh, a High Noble.

Saiga and Rhurn eyed me with vague disgust. I rolled my eyes, storming past them to the bathroom. I wasn’t going to get a choice and I was sick of being dragged around.

The moment I walked into the bathroom I was greeted by my own reflection in a mirror above an odd-looking sink with lumpy, orange faucet heads sprouting from the mottled stone counter top. A seamless integration of biotech and artificial materials like nothing we had back home, repeated in the room’s grown benches and metal lockers, its metal-and-glass shower doors with biological shower heads, and the bioluminescent glow lighting it all. All reminders of the level of wealth and power concentrated in this place.

Saiga and Rhurn followed me in, each grabbed one of my arms. 

I tried to shake them off.

“Let go of me, assholes.”

“We don’t like this either,” Saiga spat. “But low common terrorist trash like you has to look presentable somehow. You look like fucking kitchen staff..”

Of course you’d think stealing food and giving it to poor people is terrorism. Somehow their High Capstan dialect was even harder to parse than Tilor Téa̋k’s.

They led me past more lockers to a shower. Rhurn started peeling off my shirt while Saiga went for my pants. I kicked xym in the chest, sending xym crashing into a locker while I swung my newly freed arm into Rhurn’s chest, pinning xym to the locker. Xey looked scared, like xey really thought I was about to kill xym.

“Ornsa!”

I glanced over my shoulder to see the Rễvàr̂k guard standing in the doorway, gun leveled at me.

“I thought you wanted me alive,” I said.

“Oh I wont kill you. Just stun you so they can strip you and scrub every filthy inch of you that way.”

A chill ran down my spine at the thought. “If my only other option is being stripped and fondled I’ll uvort well clean myself.”

“Fine,” iék said. “But we’ll watch. Make it quick.” 

I released Rhurn and ripped my blouse off, throwing it in xyr face. Xey shouted and spluttered while I clenched my teeth and took off my jeans. I was about to throw them at Saiga when my thumb brushed the patch where Ivikva had repaired a hole with a simple yet colorful pattern of tiny shell beads. My throat seized as the my mind filled with the image of Ivikva with a void-rotted Dark Moon’s Shadow agent on top of xym. My hand clenched around the patch. These jeans were all I had left of xym. I couldn’t just throw them.

I spotted a locker with my name on it, grabbed my blouse and shoved both of them in. It was then that I noticed what was in there. A dress, shoes, and corset I was supposed to wear.

The dress was royal blue with silver trim on the sides and down the middle, where silver swirls ran out from the center. The colors of the monarchy. I’d be parading around in the Rrǒnévrá's colors, a walking symbol of xyr authority and rule.

I shook my head and threw the rest of my clothes in there.

“Will you hurry it up?” Rhurn said.

I ignored xym as I stepped into the shower. The door shut with a click. I froze, throat constricting, heart thudding against my ribs while the walls closed in, pulsing to consume me. Gasping for air, I went for the latch and stumbled out.

Where did that come from? Since when am I claustrophobic?

“Need some help?” The Rễvàr̂k asked.

I glared at iékk. Coming from iékk that felt more like a threat than an offer. And I realized that all three of them were staring at my naked body like I was some sort of display.

“Oh come on,” Saiga said, rolling xyr eyes.

Xey shoved me inside, shutting the door and scrubbing me down. This time I froze, body tensing while my brain screamed at me to fight back. The washing was rough but dispassionate. Even going over my boobs and penis Saiga did nothing different than xey did the rest of my body.

Xey shut off the water and shoved me back out.

“Moons, now I have to dry my hair,” xey said calmly, as if xey hadn’t just assaulted me.

I ran for the locker and moved to put the new clothes on, and stared. Then I grabbed my undershirt.

“What now?” Saiga said derisively.

“There’s no shift in here. How am I supposed to wear this corset without a shift?”

“It’s enchanted you Moons-cursed low commoner. You don’t need one. Now give me that—“

Xey snatched my shift and my body finally reacted. I punched xym clear across the head and grabbed xyr shoulders, using xym as a shield. Xyr scream cut short as the Rễvàr̂k fired and accidentally stunned Saiga instead.

“Shit,” the Rễvàr̂k said.

I threw Saiga on iékk, forcing the Rễvàr̂k to drop iér gun in the process.

I grabbed the gun, aimed at the Rễvàr̂k and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.

“Only fires for me, traitor.”

Shit, should have seen that one coming.

The Rễvàr̂k dropped Saiga and advanced. I swung the gun at the Rễvàr̂k’s head, but iék ducked and sprung at me, tackling me under iér long segmented body. The gun fell from my hands and the Rễvàr̂k deftly picked it up, swung it around and fired a stun round point blank into my face. My body went rigid, but I was still aware of everything around me. The feel of the floor, the voices of people, the view of the Rễvàr̂k and the ceiling above us. My heart grew louder in my chest as my eyes darted around. I was trapped.

Then the room grew cold. Very cold.

“What the—?” Rhurn said, kneeling over xyr sister.

The Rễvàr̂k stood up and turned just before the cool trill of an A̋vānā echoed toward us.

“What’s going on here?” The cool trill of an A̋vānā floated into the room. “Why are Saiga and Rrôtětǒv Ornsa stunned?” From an A̋vānā’s beak the r of my name trilled like it wouldn’t have from my mouth, while the s was more like a hiss.

Itilor Téa̋k strode into my vision. 

“Lússŭ,” the Rễvàr̂k said. “There was an altercation. I accidentally hit Itilor Rhea before Ornsa. Ikéé used iror as a shield.”

“Xey did?” Lússŭ said, incredulous. “And how did this happen?”

The Rễvàr̂k used Saiga’s title but not Lússŭ’s? Huh?

“That traitor baited ror!” Rhurn shouted. “Made us wait on ikúúṣá time until we forced ikúúṣ to move.”

Lússŭ’s sharp screech echoed through the bathroom. “No need for those pronouns Rhurn. No moons cursed here. Rêvåk? And you should probably un-stun Saiga.”

“Of course.” Iék did while talking. “While Ornsa did assault Saiga and I, Rhurn’s account puts too much blame on Ornsa.”

“Ikéé was cooperating?”

“Slowly, but yes. There was confusion over the lack of a shift. Ikéé tried to put ikéér old, smelly one on and Saiga ripped it from ikéér hand.”

“It was a trick!” Saiga said, now standing. “Ikéé drew me in!”

“Svetsyvnyat Ektsingrastva Ornsa is a rebel and traitor born of rebels and traitors.” Lússŭ said sharply. “Ikéé has probably been eating, drinking and sleeping revolution since ikéé could walk. What makes you, either of you, think you could push ikéé around without retaliation?” Xey stepped toward xym, head feathers flat to xyr skull. “And someones genuine ignorance isn’t a ploy to trick you.”

Wait is Lússŭ... defending me? Why? The constant ik-prefix’s, a staple of any plush higher caste person, were only saying out loud what they already thought.

“Rêvåk, a moment,” Lússŭ said.

Already the Rễvàr̂k stood over me with a packet of some goop, which I tried to tell myself was only to un-stun me and nothing more unsavory. I was only partly successful.

“Rrôtětǒv Ornsa,” Lússŭ said, looming over my naked body. “We are going to let you up. When we do, you are going to slowly and calmly get up and continue to get ready. And as may have already been mentioned, the corsets have enchantments that allow for comfort and smell resistance without need of a shift.”

Lússŭ’s head feathers bobbed in an A̋vānā nod. Rêvåk bent over and placed the goop on my arm. My body loosened as the cool liquid worked its way into my body, the room itself seeming to warm as I regained movement. While this happened, the room itself seemed to warm back up. Slowly I rose, avoiding looking at any of them and dressed.

Lússŭ was right, the corset was even more comfortable without a shift than the cheap spring steel one I’d worn was with one. As for the dress, the bottom came down to my calves and the sleeves just past my shoulders. The hem and sleeve cuffs had plain white trim, just like Lússŭ’s.

Silver lace ran down the sleeves. It was obviously enchanted. They wouldn’t touch machine-made stuff.

“Coming?” Saiga said, sounding exasperated.

I took a deep breath and emerged from behind my row of lockers, glaring.

“If you had explained first this would have been easier, asshole.”

Xey glowered back but stayed silent while Lússŭ went on ahead. It was only as I followed them back to the sinks, feeling a different kind of dirty, that I noticed that Saiga’s clothes didn’t have a drop of water on them.

No wonder xey weren’t worried about xyr clothes, those are some tough enchantments. Expensive, too.

Saiga pulled makeup out of the drawers. Rhurn grabbed my shoulders to keep me still. A spike of panic shot through me and I slammed my heel into xyr crotch.

“Gah! Moons-cursed asshole!”

“Ornsa,” Rêvåk said. “Last warning. You’ve been cooperative so far. Mostly.”

“I’m not a doll,” I said. “Use your words.”

“Moons,” Rhurn grumbled, “I should dye your hair stripes red like a proper sas for that, insolent...”

“Rhurn!”

To my surprise, that was Saiga.

“Let’s just get this over with,” xey said, already annoyed with how long this was taking. “Trash like this isn’t worth your time.”

A moment later I felt a tug as xey began pulling my hair into a respectable braid. Humans of standing had long, restrained hair as a demonstration of their privilege along with their restraint and modesty.

Usually I just kept my hair in a bun while working or on a courier run, and my sides and back were closely shaved. The braid they stuck on me now was long down the back, instead of down each side of my head like a ʂtIkeva braid would be. The weight of it was strange to me.

Once they finished prettying me up, Rhurn shoved me toward the door.

“Alright Ratev, get out of our hair.”

Sixth? Why’d xey call me sixth?

I didn’t know whether or not to be insulted, so I brushed it off and walked into the servants’ quarters where Lússŭ stood.

“There you are. I assume everyone’s in one piece?” Lússŭ asked.

“Not for lack of trying. Okay I’m ready.”

“Good, now I can take you to the Rrǒnévrá. Assuming you don’t bolt on us, of course.”

“Oh ikéé knows ikéér options,” Rêvåk said. “We’ll be walking, right?”

“To be the Rrǒnévrá’s Rrôtětǒv,” I said tiredly. There was no fighting it. “Whatever that is.”

“You don’t know?”

“Pel and I have orders not to say more,” Rêvåk said.

The Roate I assumed was Pel joined us as we left the servants’ quarters.

“It’s a political position,” Lússŭ said. “Part Rrǒnévrá’s servant, part diplomat, part trade negotiator.”

That didn’t help at all.

“Okay? Then why was I chosen?”

“Because you’re the Ratev,” xey said. “The one whose primary job is following the Rrǒnévrá around and serving whatever political purpose kirro wants.”

Ratev, that’s what Rhurn called me. “So I’m the sixth Rrôtětǒv, and there’s five others, one for each House.” Easy enough to guess why five.

“Exactly. I’m Lússŭ, by the way, Rrôtětǒv of House Téa̋k and senior Rrôtětǒv. I and the other Rrôtětǒv are all High Nobles, even though we’re dressed a little different.”

“And I guess I need to care about those pronouns now...”

“Do you not know? You’re certainly young enough for the Unity Initiative to have educated you.”

I laughed. “Not since I was 12," And I spent most of school punching kids for calling me a boy and getting in trouble for it. “I know what I am and what plush assholes call me and that’s it. Plus.” I waved vaguely. “Just enough Capstan to hold a conversation.”

Mom and Dad had been the one to explain Chyarati genders, and by then I didn’t know what I was yet, but I knew what I wasn’t.

Lússŭ sighed and muttered. “Ninren said this might happen. Plush?”

Rêvåk spoke. “High Commoners like me with the good sense to know their place. And watch your language.”

That wasn’t worth a response, but they were the biggest boot-lickers in all Tel Terelerta.

“So before we get there, how do I refer to the Rrǒnévrá. I can’t imagine anything I can think of is proper.” Asshole, fraud, voiddgredged pile of shit...

“Probably not,” xey sounded amused, which irritated me. “So, grammatically the Rrǒnévrá is a High Noble, and all their pronouns start with a double r. Lower nobles start with one r and the second letter is a vowel.”

“I know all about I- and Ik- prefix's for—addressing people of other castes.” The polite version of what I had wanted to say.

“Right. So the Rrǒnévrá, or any of the Rrôtětǒv for that matter, have the base of rro/rror/rrirr, then just add prefixes. Adding a little rising tone to show favor never hurts. You won’t insult kirror by not, just don’t use a falling tone.”

“Got it.” Like how high and low common’s pronouns both start with e, but high common second is a consonant and low common second is a vowel. “At least, I think. But you’re okay with just Lússŭ? No Itilor?

“I am well aware of your caste and crimes, but we are Rrôtětǒv, and it would be unseemly to require titles of one of us. Though if you must use a title, it’s Rrôtětǒv Téa̋k when I’m working.”

I laughed. “I’m not... quite so worried about obeying proper titles.” I pursed my lips, squeezing my words into more formality than I was used to. “I guess introducing myself isn’t necessary. But you said you’re part servant but there’s no way we do the same things. And why did you defend me back there?”

“Well that depends on the Rrǒnévrá’s wishes. You’ll see in time. As for defending you? You are a Rrôtětǒv.”

Is that it? That I’m a Rrôtětǒv? And learning anything assumes I don’t die soon.

I nodded, trying to hide my grimace, and followed Lússŭ. During our walk I pulled several more looks, most of them similar to the ones Rhurn and Saiga gave me after I showered. Was that normal for a Ratev or just a low common rebel?

At last we came to door so big that Pel and the Rễvàr̂k had to work together to open it. Lússŭ led me down a narrow blue carpet with silver trim so like my own I could lay down and my dress would blend in. 

Five large vertical banners hung from the walls, each with the symbol and colors of a house. Yellow and white of the Human House Rhea, blue and purple of the A̋vānā House Téa̋k, the yellow and black of the Roate House Gernad, the red and white of the Rễvàr̂k House Éirv̏ik, and the green and blue of Noctis House Vere.

A five-pointed flower grew from the wall above the banners, each petal in the colors of one of the Houses and a royal blue circle in the middle, as if one person could rule them all. Bordered by the words Tel Terelerta. The united worlds. A fine concept if that unity didn’t mean a few people controlled everything and everyone else suffered for it.

“Stop,” the Rrǒnévrá said.

Kirror voice reverberated from the figure in the large central chair, a Roate with lilac skin with vibrant pink swirls, wearing a gown of Terelertan blue and silver. The gown’s bead work glowed and sparkled, as if every single bead had been individually enchanted. Kirror head bore a jewel-studded domed crown with a large blue and silver sphere in the middle. Jewelry covered kirror arms, wrist and neck. Rrǒnévrá Geruntat.

“At last, you have arrived.” Kirro turned to Lússŭ, tail twitching in agitation. “You told ikéék already.”

“I had no orders against doing so, Your Majesty.”

“Hmm, very well. Leave us.”

rro bowed and left, trailed by the guards who had lined the room. I nearly jumped out of my skin as the doors crashed shut.. 

Then I gathered my nerves and made full, aggressive eye contact with kirror. A challenge between equals for most Roate and a slap in the face from a low-common anarchist traitor like me.

“Geruntat you uvort piece of voiddgredged shit. Why have you had me assaulted and dragged here? And what have you done with my family?” I stepped forward, fists clenched at my sides, infusing every pronoun in my words with falling tones on every vowel.

Kirro, like most Roate, was seven feet tall at max height, every inch thick with muscle to support being bipedal despite their height. Even with years of Tatni Pex under me, killing kirror alone and unarmed in a straight fight would be nearly impossible. As it was, I had none. I’d rather die fighting, but if the bathroom was any judge, they wouldn’t let me die.

“Insolent prey,” kirro growled. “Lower your eyes right now and bow.”

“Why should I do that, pretender?”

Kirro stayed seated, but it looked like a great effort for kirror not to spring on me, tail and secondary arms twitching. In the tense silence it was only the two of us, staring at each other.

“Before you get any ideas,” Kirro said, “know your Mother and sister are alive. Further rebellion from you will result in their execution. Which you will watch before being killed yourself.” Kirro grinned, revealing long, sharp teeth perfect for ripping and tearing flesh from bone. “Which I will personally enjoy.”

“Of course.” Kirro added, punctuated by slapping kirror tail on the chair. “If ikúú or your sister rebel against me, you also will die. It is a risk I am willing to take.”

Ikeva’s rot kirro likes the sound of kirror own voice. But was that... a moons cursed pronoun? Are they... no... oh no... I mean they’re alive at least but moons cursed?

Capstan’s pronouns, from High Noble to Low Common, represented degrees of animacy, like Xeren’s did. moons cursed pronouns were grammatically inanimate. As vile an insult in Capstan as in Xeren.

Regardless, I wasn’t prepared to cause my family’s deaths. Kirro was still a monarch with far more power than any one person should have, for my families sake I could play kirro game.

I swallowed my pride, lowered my eyes and stilled myself, clasping my hands in front of me and bowing at the waist as Lússŭ instructed. As I did, I felt my shoulders curl in naturally from the posture, as if I were reducing myself in kirror presence. 

“Hmm,” kirro grunted approvingly. “I see you’ve already learned a thing or two. Rough, but that can be worked on. Don’t stand so still, for starters. It’s easier to focus on you when you’re moving.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

I kept my head down, staring at the Rrǒnévrá’s knees and started swaying back and forth.

“Much better. Now, what did Rrôtětǒv Téa̋k tell you?”

Guess someone must have told kirror through the mycelium already, however that works.

“Only a little, Your Majesty. I still have no answers about why I am here.”

“Surely you’ve guessed by now. Your father, of course. Why else would I bother with someone like you?”

I ground my teeth, resisting the urge to jump on kirror.

I already guessed that. But where’s the rest of my family? What else have you done with them? They weren’t on the prison ship with me. And what about Zevi?

I bit the words back and focused on the answer I was most likely to get. 

“Your Majesty, my father?”

“I was getting to that,” kirror tail swished nonchalantly. “Ikúú is slated for execution tomorrow. You will stand next to me. It is tradition for Rrôtětǒv to accompany me to each execution. I will enjoy seeing the look on ikúúṣá face as ikúú watches you by my side in those colors.”

Rage and horror collided inside of me. Blood roared in my ears. The Rrǒnévrá’s lips curled, smelling the fear coming off of me.

“Ornsa.” The sound of my name was just as guttural as the rest of kirror speech. “I wasn’t finished

“Of course, Your Majesty, apologies,” I managed, forcing the words out.

“You, as Rrôtětǒv Téa̋k said, will be my Ratev Rrôtětǒv, a symbol against those who might betray me. And what befalls the families of those who try.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” I
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